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Common Ground for Building Our City

Development Community Workshop

January 23, 2010

Group 8


Moderators: Ellen Petersen and Franne McNeal

Group Overview:  Of the eleven participants in the group, there were ten males: one Asian, one Hispanic, and one African American. There was one African American woman. Two male participants were under 30; the other participants had ages ranging from 45-60.  These community association leaders came from throughout the city: Mount Airy, Pennsport, Fishtown, West Philadelphia, Bella Vista, North Philadelphia, and Chinatown.   
The conversation was inclusive though the males from Bella Vista, Pennsport and Mount Airy did a lot of talking and had good insights to share.

Key neighborhood values were cited as:

· Diversity in a variety of forms-different people who had common behaviors of respect, tolerance and ability to listen to one another, businesses, housing to include both renters and owners

· “Spirit of the neighborhood”

· Inclusion in processes that impact the neighborhood-organization, government and a process to discuss and resolve issues
· Neighborhood self determination to have a role in defining neighborhood character and influencing wealth

· Power: need to define what that means and how to get it

· Common good orientation

· Communication-can air opinions, ideas, disagreements and create a path forward

· Respect for family values-children, schools, playgrounds
· Families in different configurations

· Safety: to include community meetings on safety issues of interest

· Access to support groups

· Basic Services available and working-water, sewage, transportation, schools, medical services

· Good information (trustworthy) and knowing where to get it from-council person, communication and alert services

· Support of local businesses-jobs and money stay local (neighborhood), generate a neighborhood economy, businesses give back to neighborhood
· People in neighborhood value their power to vote for the politician that will represent their neighborhood interests (versus vote along party lines, etc and complain that council person doesn’t represent their issues)
Principles/Factors participants said contribute to productive public participation in the project/development review process.
· Story regarding a Mount Airy building of historic significance which had been a retirement home and vacated.  There were different developers, neighborhood groups and the process was messy but the positive attributes were as follows:
· Multiple voices on multiple levels who contributed to plans
· Messiness was advantageous though not always pleasant
· People were insistent on involvement and were not cut out
· Story regarding Jefferson Square, a new community replacing the old community.  The developers went to the university grads and asked them what kind of housing would get them to stay in Philadelphia.  The housing sold out quickly and has been a great asset to the neighborhood.  The positive attributes were as follows:
· Question of housing was taken to the community and current individual owners to be displaced were individually interviewed
· Everyone was included in the dialog and process
· The community input was gotten early-it was a two year process
· There was political support and funding by the city and state for displaced homeowners
· Accommodation of neighbors-There was tension amongst group and some homeowners who didn’t want to relocate.  There was a customized housing solution (lower scale and more affordable) for them and out of the box thinking by rehabbing other houses in the neighborhood for them
· Rules to ensure rehabbed houses couldn’t be turned over to speculators-length of occupancy, etc.
· Story regarding the Piazza at 2nd and Girard.  It was originally zoned as a shopping center big box but there were new ideas by neighbors and the developer and a better solution was generated. The positive attributes were as follows: 
· Everyone stayed on track
· There was lots of volunteerism-a key to community success
· There needs to be a “go to” person in the community to mobilize others and disseminate the correct information to others
· Story regarding Chinatown housing and community interest in ensuring affordable housing options along with the new condo development. A better solution was generated than initially established for the condos. The positive attributes were as follows: 
· A collaboration between the community and developer where a percent of condos were allocated for median income community members
· Story regarding West Philly church preservation. It was not only saved but was expanded to include other religious denominations and a theater. The positive attributes were as follows: 
· There was dialog with everyone in the room.  E-mails were not an appropriate channel for issues requiring discussion or concerns
· Everyone was educated on what could and could not do according to the regulations and laws
· Community members who had expertise as lawyers, architects, and finance professionals gave their time and were a part of the process
· There was inclusion of different opinions which balanced each other out 

Principles/Factors participants said impede good process leading to quality development.

· Story regarding a dilapidated road house which was slated for development. The negative attributes were as follows:
· Developers stood firm on their “rights”
· City didn’t stop developers and enforce agreed upon parameters (between developer and neighborhood association) when the agreement was violated.  Neighborhood association was told ZBA doesn’t enforce certain things like design
· Neighborhood association got run around
· If there wasn’t a variance the neighborhood would have had no say at all
· Using zoning as a tool  or trigger for a quality development process
· Story regarding an industrial lot and the ease in getting a variance for residential use (which doesn’t address issues of height, space ) versus getting a residential variance in a residentially zoned building where all those issues are put on the table and considered. The negative project attributes are as follows:
· The irony of different standards of zoning variances based on the current zoned use versus the projected use
· There was no trigger for the neighborhood and its involvement.  This could have been based on size, distance from neighbors, a petition with a certain number of people, etc.
· Regulations and codes and processes that an average person can’t understand without a lawyer
· Lack of community group resources
· Story regarding a building in West Philadelphia with squatters. The negative project attributes are as follows:
· Difficult to communicate with the community and mobilize them-no set process
· “Ghost developers” who may be listed on a sign but can’t be contacted or found

Characteristics/elements to include in a new project/development review process, and why.
· Getting complete information early to all stakeholders in community and government, etc.

· Education to all as to what the boards and commissions do and don’t do, what the process is and the roles and responsibilities of all

· Transparency so it will level the playing field and cut across political and other connections

· Feedback from L&I on status of projects, site visits 

· Licenses and Inspections should post information on the internet

· Add all zoning permits by zip code  to already established internet site Everyblock.com which already lists restaurant violations, etc. by neighborhood 

· The postings need to have more than a 12 day window; this is not sufficient time for communication and action

· Current community alert systems exist but don’t provide access to all and are not enough

· Citizens should be given established authority in the process and it should be a more democratic process not based on council people

· Knowledge of the system has to be imparted and expertise as a lawyer, etc. should not be a criteria.  Education of the process should be inclusive

· The system should be made less complicated so an average person can understand and navigate it

· Educate high school students and others as part of a civics lesson, use the charter school of architecture and other institutions as well and field visits, trips, projects to create interest and knowledge
· Leverage communication through technology

· Developers must be accessible to the community and their contact information must be disseminated, valid and clear. (Too many “ghost” developers)

· Roles and responsibilities of council, developer and neighbors/association
· A process triggered by “community impact” not by variance
· Ability for the community to dialog with the decision makes, including the zoning final decision makers.

· Hours for meetings that are geared to working people-not 9 to 5

· Community needs met for resources and advocacy

· People should be educated about the available resources (e.g. existing community planner in Philly or Mt. Airy clerk paid to do zoning research)
· Alliance should be formed of neighborhood groups to share information, be given access to information and liaison with the city (e.g. Rick Sauer, CDC model)

· Make community input part of the permit review

· As part of the zoning approval process, include neighborhood association “check off box” like the box assigned to L&I or other departments before the developer gets approval.  Council person can designate who is neighborhood liaison or association is for developer to contact

· Automatic mailings should be generated to citizens in neighborhood, paid for  by developer (already in practice in some places)

· Create a process for communities that have no organization established

